Varieties of developmental reading disorder: genetic and environmental influences.
There is widespread support for the notion that subgroups of dyslexics can be identified who differ in their reading profiles: Developmental phonological dyslexia is characterized by poor nonword reading, while developmental surface dyslexia is distinguished by a particular difficulty in reading irregular words. However, there is much less agreement about how these subtypes, and particularly the surface dyslexic pattern, are to be accounted for within theoretical models of the reading system. To assist in addressing this issue, the heritability of reading deficits in dyslexic subtypes was examined using a twin sample. Subjects' scores on (a) an exception word reading task and (b) a nonword reading task were used to create a subtype dimension, and surface and phonological dyslexic subgroups were selected from the ends of this distribution. Reading deficits were found to be significantly heritable in both subgroups. However, the genetic contribution to the group reading deficit was much greater in the phonological dyslexics than in the surface dyslexics. The finding of differential genetic etiology across subtypes suggests that there is at least partial independence in the development of the cognitive processes involved in reading exception words and nonwords. Also, the results support accounts of surface dyslexia which emphasize a strong environmental contribution.